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Proposals for a thorough reform of the electoral code may soon be reported out of a special
legislative committee for a final vote in the Legislative Assembly, possibly as early as May. Among
other things, the proposed reforms would place strict controls on campaign contributions, reduce
public funding of election campaigns, and lengthen the term of office for the president and
legislative deputies.
Most of the proposals, if passed by the legislature, will go into effect for the 1998 general elections.
Fifty-eight articles in the current version of the electoral code are up for modification. In addition,
some laws will have to be changed to accommodate proposed amendments to constitutional
provisions related to the electoral process. Rafael Villegas, president of the elections tribunal
(Tribunal Supremo de Elecciones, TSE), said in March that most of the reforms had already
been agreed upon in committee by the governing Partido de Liberacion Nacional (PLN) and the
opposition Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC).
Some of the changes are merely procedural. For instance, the committee has already agreed to
eliminate the practice of marking the ballot with the voter's fingerprint and to permit the TSE to
choose alternative means to prevent voter fraud. For the 1998 elections, a special marking pen may
be used, and the TSE expects to move toward some form of electronic voting in the future. There is
also general agreement on permitting citizens to cast their ballots anywhere within the country as
well as to vote from abroad.
Other reforms will more directly affect the way political parties conduct their campaigns. For
instance, parties would be prohibited from accepting campaign contributions from Costa Rican
corporations or from any foreign source. The only exceptions would be for contributions from
those sources that are intended for educational and technical purposes connected with the electoral
process. The reforms also would place an annual limit on the amount that could be donated by
Costa Rican citizens to a political party. That limit would be a equal to 30 times the prevailing
monthly minimum wage, which at present is about US$200. Furthermore, the treasurers of each
political party would have to submit a bimonthly report, both to the party leadership and to the TSE,
accounting for the amount and origin of all campaign contributions the party has received.
"We are going to participate actively in the auditing of the party's books," said Villegas. Another
proposal would end the practice of political parties contracting for bus service to transport their
party members to the polls. The reformed electoral code would require the operators of public
transportation lines to provide regular bus service on election day as well as the day before and
the day after. Parties would not be permitted to publish campaign advertisements, hold rallies, or
engage in other kinds of electioneering on election day, the day before, or the day following the
election. Public opinion polling would also be prohibited on those days. The government would
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enforce the parties' own internal laws by requiring any party running candidates in a national
election to nominate their presidential, vice presidential, and congressional candidates in adherence
to their own party rules. Also under consideration is a requirement that all local delegations that
make up the national party organizations must show that at least 40% of their members are women.
Of special importance is the issue of public financing of campaigns, on which there has been
agreement in principle only. In the past, parties out of power have accused the governing party of
misuse of these public funds. Legislative leaders Luis Villanueva of the PLN and Bernal Aragon of
the PUSC are in tentative agreement that the reformed electoral law should reduce the total state
expenditures for campaign financing.
To make such a reduction, the Constitution would have to be amended to change the formula
by which the government's contribution is calculated. Article 96 of the Constitution says that the
maximum amount the government may give to the political parties is 2% of the average amount of
the government's regular budget during the three years prior to the election. For example, in 1994
the public contribution was US$10 million, but that figure is expected to rise to almost US$38 million
for the 1998 elections. The two parties are currently in agreement that the constitutional formula
should be reduced from 2% to 1.5% in 1998.
After 1998, that percentage would be split, with 1% going to directly finance campaigns and the
remaining 0.5% earmarked for financial support of the parties between elections. Perhaps the issue
that has divided opinion most is the extension of the presidential term from four to five years,
though the proposal has received preliminary approval. Another proposal would mandate the direct
election of mayors in by-elections.
The term extension and the mayoral elections are tied together in the same bill and both could
be defeated, according to Villanueva, by a coalition of deputies who think a presidential term of
four years is long enough and those who oppose the added expense of local by-elections. "This
opposition is real and translated into votes, it could sink the reform," said Villanueva. As yet the
legislative committee has not reported out a proposal for sanctions that would be applied to parties
in violation of the reformed electoral law. (Sources: La Nacion, 01/20/96, 02/17/96, 03/09/96)
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